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The ECHO project is an initiative of the European Union to stimulate the use of internet technology for sharing data in the humanities. One of the five case studies of the pilot stage of this project (2002-2004) focused on sign language data. This presentation will discuss the technological challenges faced in sharing sign language data in a useful manner over the internet, and propose the use of a set of tools and conventions to facilitate this process for any linguist.

The main goal of the sign language case study was to publish a set of comparable video recordings plus transcriptions from three different sign languages. Five fable stories were retold by both a man and a woman in Sign Language of the Netherlands (NGT), Swedish Sign Language (SSL), and British Sign Language (BSL). In addition, short interviews were conducted with each of the signers, a basic lexicon (± 300 items) was recorded for each language, and some sign language poetry was collected for BSL and NGT. Thus, the fable stories and the lexicon are most directly useful for cross-linguistic studies; the interviews and poetry provide additional material for specific interests (spontaneous signing and creative use of language). Each item of this corpus is made available on the internet as one or more MPEG-1 video files.

Two types of description turned out to be necessary for these video files. The metadata domain deals with the way the video and transcription files can be can be organized and made accessible for the owners and other researchers. A set of categories is necessary to describe the background of the data: who is the signer, which languages are used, what other documents referring to this video file are available, who is the owner of the file, etcetera.  For the description of this information, we made use of a set of conventions and corresponding software tools called IMDI, which was originally developed for describing corpora of spoken language data. In an international workshop (Nijmegen 2003), a set of categories specific to sign language was agreed upon; this addition is currently integrated in the IMDI tools as the ‘sign language profile’. The hierarchical structure of the IMDI descriptions ensures that data can be stored in a systematic manner, and can be easily searched and accessed by anyone.

The data domain concerns the linguistic annotation of the video material, and is more commonly discussed in sign language studies. While the kind of transcription one uses for a specific study will depend on the research question at hand, creating transcriptions for use by any researcher assumes consensus on a basic set of categories that are useful for different types of investigation. In order to do so we consistently tried to separate form and function, both in the fields and in the values we used within the fields. We agreed upon a set of 15 fields of transcription, covering the basic manual and non-manual properties of signs, separate gloss tiers for the left and right hand, and a translation at sentence level. On the whole, English was used for the transcription of all phonetic properties and all BSL glosses and translations, and combinations of English/Swedish and English/ Dutch were used for the SSL and NGT data, respectively. All the transcription categories are documented in a manual, but one of the advantages of using internet to publish data plus transcriptions is that this manual can be readily compared with a sample of actual transcriptions.

The transcription software that was used for creating annotations is called ELAN. In ELAN video files are time aligned with the different annotation tiers. It is similar to the SignStream software, but better suited to transcribe larger units of discourse. ELAN offers many modes for annotating, viewing, and analyzing data, and allows exporting of data to text files for further quantitative analysis using spreadsheet software, for example. Future enhancements that are currently under development will include the display and analysis of quantitative data from motion sensors and data gloves.

All of the NGT, SSL and BSL data and annotations are freely available from the ECHO web site: http://www.let.kun.nl/sign-lang/echo. All of the tools that were used, both for the creation of metadata corpora and of linguistic transcriptions, are available online for free. Both Macintosh and Windows versions can be downloaded from http://www.mpi.nl/tools/.  These tools were developed at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics; the ECHO case study itself was a collaborative effort between the University of Nijmegen, Stockholm University, and City University in London.

In summary, the purpose of the ECHO project is to demonstrate that it is technologically viable to share sign language data online, and also to encourage scientists working in the humanities to provide public access to (parts of) their corpora. The sign language case study shows how this can be done with video data plus linguistics transcriptions, providing tools and sample material for everyone to explore.

